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Democracy in Asia: An Outline

by Lao Mong Hay

Center for Social Development, Head of Legal Unit

In the aftermath of World War II or upon the recovery of independence, democracy
was adopted in some countries. Basic human rights and fundamental freedoms were
recognized. Political parties emerged and elections were organized. Democracy in a few
of those countries has continued up to now, but in the other countries it did not survive

very long.

In Indonesia and Cambodia, the incumbent rulers soon distrusted liberal, multi-party
democracy and replaced it with "guided democracy". Those rulers soon turned
authoritarian. They were later overthrown. In Malaysia, democracy turned illiberal when
press freedom was curbed, people were denied full political rights and ruling parties
curbed and limited the activities of opposition parties. Rulers of that country, though
elected, became authoritarian. In Burma, now Myanmar, the military ceased power. The
basic human rights and fundamental freedoms were squashed. In the Philippines the then
elected president introduced a martial law and became a dictator. In South Korea, army
generals took over the country and became dictators. It should be added that the military

were also ruling Thailand and became dictators too.

Only in three countries, India, Japan and Sri Lanka, democracy did not suffer the same

fate.
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Since the mid-1980s democracy has experienced an upsurge in Asia. In 1986 a
dramatic change took place in the Philippines when the People's Power there overthrew
their dictator, and that country returned to democracy. A year later, a no less dramatic
change also took place in South Korea when the dictatorship was put to an end and the
country embarked once more upon democracy.The collapse of communism and the end
of the Cold War gave more impetus to this upsurge. In 1992, Thailand ended its long
series of military dictatorships and adopted democracy. In 1993, with the help of the
international community, democracy also returned in Cambodia. With the overthrow of
authoritarian rule in 1998, Indonesia also embraced democracy.More recently, in 2004,
democracy made more gains in Asia with the first direct presidential election in Indonesia
and in Afghanistan. In the same year elections were held in Mongolia, Malaysia, the

Philippines and India.

This positive development of democracy has been and still is marred by negative
developments other countries. In Burma, the upsurge of democracy epitomized by the
1990 election was simply squashed when the military junta refused to hand over power to
the victorious party in that election, the National League of Democracy led by the Nobel
Prize Laureate Aung San Suu Kyi. North Korea, China, Vietnam and Laos are still ruled

by dictatorships. In Brunei, the King rules directly as an absolute monarch.

In some of these countries there are developments which seem favourable to
democratic development. In China, competitive village elections have been held. In
Vietnam independent candidates approved by the communist party are allowed to stand
for elections. It is worth noting thatChina, Laos and Vietnam, communist countries, have
moved to sign, though not ratify yet, the International Covenant of Civil and Political
Rights, surprisingly, in contrast to certain Asian countries such as Brunei, Malaysia and
Singapore, which have not signed this International Covenant and a number of other

international human rights instruments.

The emergence of the civil society has given impetus to the upsurge of democracy.
This democracy has further opened up a political space for and/or enlargedthe civil
society whose growth seems to run parallel with democratic development. It seems that
the emergence of the rule of law and the concomitant end of the rule of men in several
countries in Asia, especially after the financial crisis in Asia in 1997, came to consolidate

this positive development.
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However, elections alone can not be equated with democracy, nor this democracyitself

can be equated with freedom. There are still a variety of political systems in Asia;

1. Liberal democracies (South Korea, Japan, Philippines and India) in which there are
more respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms; more press freedom;
opposition parties do have a genuine role to play;

2. Electoral or illiberal democracies or authoritarian regimes in which, though elections
are regularly held, there are less respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms;
less press freedom; and opposition parties have virtually no role at all;

3. One-party rule regimes, namely, the remaining communist countries, in which there
is scarcely any political rights or press freedom;

4. Sheer dictatorships in which there are no political rights and press freedom.

It has been claimed that in Asia there is a brand of democracy called "Asian
democracy" which is claimed to be a soft form of authoritarianism and which has been
claimed to have ensured stability and economic. prosperity in a number of Asian
countries. The ruling elites in countries with this Asian democracy have insisted on

maintaining this status quo.

However, Asians should not content with this brand of democracy. As human beings,
they should be able to enjoy their human rights and fundamental human rights to the full,
and these rights and freedoms should include free press. These rights and freedoms
should be protected by the rule of law with an independent judiciary. Asians should also
be free to form associations and civil society organizations to be able to protect those
rights and freedoms as well as to participate fully in the political, economic, social, and

cultural development of their countries.

In order to deepen democracy in countries that have it and in order to extend

democracy to countries that do not have it yet, Asian democracy activists should urge:

1. The UN to adopt the signing of all relevant international human rights instruments
and good records of respect for human rights as a qualifying criterion for countries
to be able to have seats on the Security Council of the United Nations;

2. All countries in Asia

a. to sign and ratify all relevant international human rights instruments, and respect the
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rights and freedoms as guaranteed by these instruments
b. to adopt sub-regional human rights conventions and set up regional human rights
courts;
c. to establish the rule of law with an independent judiciary to protect human rights;
d. to allow more space for the civil society to participate in the political, economic,
social and cultural life of the society;
3. All existing and new civil society organizations in Asia to join national and regional
networks to be more effective in their work;
4. More advanced and better endowed civil society organizations to assist their weaker
sisters;
5. Asian universities to include in their curriculums the study of democracy, human

rights and fundamental freedoms, the rule and the civil society in their curriculum.
The "East Asian Community" as initiated by South Korea and endorsed by the 10

ASEAN countries, China, Japan and Korea, should be a democratic one in which every

citizen can fully enjoy his rights and freedoms.
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